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would stay there, or would thrive if they did, was quite another. When a
century and a half later small holders again multiplied and throve in Italy, it was
the result not of agrarian legislation, but of changed economic conditions. This,
however, was not the objection raised to the Sempronian law; it was denounced
as an act of confiscation and a wanton disturbance of vested interests. The
objection naturally enough found powerful support in the senate; and so it
was that Gracchus was almost from the first forced into collision with that
body and compelled to provoke a conflict which ended only with the repiiblic.
The customary procedure would have been that a measure so important should
have been in the first instance submitted to the senate, and only carried to the
assembly if it received the stamp of the senate's approval. To the observance
of this custom by all magistrates the senate and its friends clung with tenacity,
as essential to its rightful control of public policy. On the other hand, it was
no secret that if a magistrate chose to ignore the custom, if he introduced and
carried a measure through the assembly without, or in the teeth of the senate's
authority, the measure was none the less law. Whether Tiberius laid his
proposal before the senate or not is uncertain, but there is no doubt that his
agrarian law was introduced and passed, not only without its sanction, but in
the face of its strong disapproval The right of the people or plebs, met in
lawful assembly, to pass any measure brought before them by a qualified
magistrate was clearly asserted, and on this assertion was based the political
party which, as Sallust has told us, upheld the rights of the people as against
the authority of the senate. Government by the people in assembly was to be
pitted against government by the senate, and it is because the elder Gracchus,
almost involuntarily it is true, raised this issue, that the commencement of the
revolutionary period is placed in 133. From Gracchus also dates the reappear-
ance on the political stage of the tribunate of the plebs which, since the close of
the struggle between the orders, had, with rare exceptions, abandoned its
traditional role as the champion of plebeian rights against patrician oppression,
and become the useful ally of the senate, carrying measures, at the senate's
request, through the plebeian assembly, or impeaching, also at the senate's request,
high officials charged with maladministration. We even find the tribunes, in
the absence of consuls and praetors, convening that body and presiding over its
deliberations. But in the hands of Tiberius Gracchus the tribunate became the
most effective of political weapons. He made it clear that there was no force
in Rome capable of resisting a tribune who had the ear of the plebeian assembly,
and who had the courage fully to exercise his two main prerogatives, the right
to initiate legislation and the right to paralyse by interference the action of the
executive magistrates. But his experience also brought to light the weak points
in the office. The Boman people or plebs in assembly could only express their
will on the invitation of a magistrate, and if they were really to govern, they
needed a continuity of policy in their leaders; it was essential that the college
of tribunes in any one year should be united, and also that their successors
should carry on their policy. Neither condition was in fact easy to realise.
Tiberius was forced to cure dissension in the college by a remedy which was
worse than the evil To secure a continuity of policy he sought re-election, and
the attempt ended in disaster. No second attempt was ever made to depose a
dissentient tribune, and though in 131 a law was said to have been carried
legalising the re-election of a tribune, and though Caius Gracchus was actually
re-elected, the practice found little favour, and the absence of stable and con-
tinuous leadership remained a source of weakness to popular government.
Ten years after the death of Tiberius his younger brother Gaius was elected
tribune of the plebs, and he at once took up the dropped threads of his brother's